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Abstract 
In recent years, Dutch spelling instruction in Flemish and Dutch secondary education (SE) as well as 
tertiary education (TE) has been the subject of much debate. Research into the spelling knowledge of 
students in SE (n=359) suggests that their skills fall short of the final attainment targets. Additional 
research now tries to uncover the reasons behind this trend, not only by focusing on student cognition 
but also on teacher cognition as an ‘understudied’ aspect of language teaching. With this study, we 
want to fill this void by assessing what teachers think, know and believe regarding specific aspects of 
spelling.  
More specifically, we will compare the perception of spelling errors by (practising) teachers in SE 
(n=274) versus a control group (n=89). In doing so, we will focus on Flemish (n=138) and Dutch 
teachers (n=136) and a control group of Flemish (n=48) and Dutch (n=41) ‘ordinary language users’. 
Additionally, we draw a distinction between (L1 and L2) language teachers (n=123) and non-language 
teachers (n=151). The study is two-pronged: it contains (1) an evaluation of 10 rule-related (e.g. dt) 
and memory-related (e.g. ei/ij) errors (rated on a Likert-scale 1-100) and (2) an evaluation of their 
attitude tested by 10 statements (rated on a Likert-scale 1-5). These statements focus on the 
perception of spelling errors. We will assess whether there are any statistically significant 
discrepancies in the perception of spelling errors between the two groups, and will relate those results 
to the relevant literature.  
The main outcome of this study is that there is a significant Pearson correlation (p=0.000) between the 
above-mentioned questions (1) and (2). While we dispel the myth that teachers are much stricter and 
more critical than non-teachers when it comes to spelling errors, our research has shown that 
language teachers are more exacting than non-language teachers, particularly when they teach the 
mother tongue. 
Keywords: spelling instruction, spelling attitude, teachers’ attitudes, teacher cognition, secondary 
education. 
1 BACKGROUND 
1.1 Spelling knowledge and attitude 
In recent years, Dutch spelling training in Flemish and Dutch secondary education (SE) as well as 
tertiary education (TE) has been the subject of much debate. Research by [1] into the spelling 
knowledge of students in SE (n=359) suggests that their command falls short of the final attainment 
targets. Equally, [2] state that ‘despite many years of spelling and punctuation drills, mastery of those 
at the end of secondary education leaves a great deal to be desired’ (‘Ondanks vele jaren van 
inspanning lijkt de beheersing van spelling en interpunctie aan het eind van het secundair onderwijs 
beter te kunnen.’). 
Additional research now tries to uncover the reasons behind this trend, not only by focusing on student 
cognition ([3]) but also on teacher cognition ([4]) as an ‘understudied’ aspect of language teaching ([5, 
6]). With this study, we want to fill this void by assessing what teachers think, know and believe 
regarding specific aspects of spelling. 
1.2 Metacognitive aspects of spelling 
As a rule, the didactical-linguistic implications of metacognition are keenly felt in the learning of basic 
skills, such as reading and writing. Writing has been referred to as ‘applied metacognition’, more 
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specifically ‘declarative metacognitive knowledge’ ([7]), but to date, spelling has not been studied 
extensively ([8]), except for the attitude of student-spellers themselves ([9, 3]). 
People’s general attitude towards (the importance) of spelling has been the subject of several studies 
([10, 11, 12]). For instance, in evaluating job applicants and their letters of application, Dutch 
managers very much take spelling errors into consideration. In fact, it appears that 59% of Dutch 
recruiters reject candidates if their letters of application contain 3 to 5 spelling errors ([10]). Additional 
research into the attitude of HR-managers compared to that of ‘ordinary people’ ([11]) shows that 
there is hardly any difference between HR-managers and non-professionals. So far, only little 
research has focused on the attitude of teachers towards aspects of Dutch education in general. In 
2007, the Dutch Language Union questioned 785 secondary school teachers, secondary school pupils 
and ordinary language users about their attitude towards spelling ([12]). 
Table 1 summarizes the responses to the question ‘Are spelling errors so bad that more attention 
should be paid to spelling in Dutch classes’ (‘Zijn spelfouten zo erg dat er in de lessen Nederlands 
zeker niet minder tijd aan mag worden besteed?’). 
Table 1: attitude towards the weight of spelling errors  
amongst 765 Flemish teachers, pupils and citizens ([12]). 
 
very bad rather bad neutral not that bad 
not bad 
at all 
no 
opinion 
teachers 72 % 20 % 2 % 3 % 3 % 0 % 
pupils 40 % 32 % 14 % 4 % 3 % 7 % 
citizens 66 % 23 % 5 % 3 % 3 % 0 % 
Table 2 sums up the responses to the question ‘Should much more attention be paid to Dutch spelling 
in education?’ (‘Moet de spelling van het Nederlands veel meer aandacht krijgen in het onderwijs?’). 
Table 2: attitude towards paying much more attention to spelling  
amongst 765 Flemish teachers, pupils and citizens ([12]). 
  definitely maybe neutral maybe not 
not at 
all 
no 
opinion 
teachers 51 % 22 % 16 % 8 % 3 % 0 % 
pupils 14 % 20 % 47 % 9 % 4 % 6 % 
citizens 50 % 20 % 23 % 3 % 3 % 1 % 
From Tables 1 and 2, it is clear that the attitude of teachers does not really deviate from that of non-
teachers/citizens, or from that of pupils as far as question 1 is concerned. While pupils realise the 
importance of spelling (Table 1), they do not like this subject in the classroom (Table 2). 
All in all, spelling undoubtedly seems to remain a major issue in language performance in general.  
1.3 Research question and hypothesis 
This paper focuses on (1) how various spelling errors are evaluated by Flemish and Dutch teachers 
and by a control group, and (2) their attitude towards correct spelling in general and in letters of 
application, in particular.  
In addition to the research mentioned above ([12]), our study takes into account: 
1. types of spelling errors (rule-related versus memory-related spelling errors). Rule-related errors 
are violations against the language rules. This means that a certain spelling rule is applied 
incorrectly or not at all. Memory-related errors do not relate to any specific rules. They concern 
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words that need to be learned by heart. Previous research not really indicates which kind of 
error is evaluated more critically. In other words, what type of error is considered more severe in 
comparison to others?; 
2. type of attitudes (spelling in general versus spelling in letters of application). According to 
Language Expectancy Theory ([13]), readers have certain expectancies of language use, based 
on their individual assessment of the sender. This derives from social and cultural norms that 
are expected of the writer’s language use dependent on the situation. Accordingly, a spelling 
error made by a teacher will be perceived as a worse violation than an error made by a pupil, as 
teachers are expected to master the spelling rules perfectly. In other words, if the sender of the 
text is considered a professional, spelling errors are expected not to occur due to this language 
use expectancy. Likewise, there are certain expectancies in terms of content and style for job 
applications. When these (unwritten) rules are broken, the expectancy of the reader is violated. 
Therefore, this can lead to a negative impression, as the sender himself is seen to be 
unprofessional; 
3. regional variation (Flanders versus the Netherlands); 
4. the subject teachers teach (languages versus non-languages, and within the first group mother 
tongue versus foreign languages). 
As teachers are professionally involved in this matter, the premise is that they will be more critical 
towards spelling than the control group. The hypotheses are that: (1) teachers are more critical in their 
evaluation of spelling errors than the control group, and (2) teachers have a more critical attitude 
towards correct spelling than the control group, both in general and in letters of application. 
2 METHODOLOGY 
2.1 Participants 
This empirical study was conducted by means of a survey, in which 10 spelling errors and 10 
statements were evaluated by Flemish and Dutch teachers, on the one hand, and a control group 
representing the general population, on the other. 
This allowed us to compare the perception of spelling errors by (practising) teachers (hence TE) in SE 
(n=274) versus a control group (n=89). In particular, we focused on Flemish (n=138) and Dutch 
teachers (n=136) and a control group of Flemish (n=48) and Dutch (n=41) ‘ordinary language users’, 
also referred to as the control group (hence CG). We focused on Flanders as well as the Netherlands, 
as Dutch is (one of) the official language(s) in both countries. The average age of the participants is 46 
for TE and 41 years for CG. 
Table 3: summary of the participants. 
teachers (TE) 
(n=274) 
 control group (CG) 
(n=89) 
 
Flanders 
(TEF) 
(n=138) 
The Netherlands 
(TEN) 
(n=136) 
Flanders  
(CGF) 
(n=48) 
The Netherlands 
(CGN) 
(n=41) 
Additionally, a distinction was drawn between (L1 and L2) language teachers (n=123) and non-
language teachers (n=151). As for the first group, teachers of the mother tongue (n=64) were 
distinguished from foreign-language teachers (n=59), which comprised teachers of German, English, 
French, Latin and Spanish. 
2.2 Data gathering 
The study was two-pronged, containing: 
1. an evaluation of 10 rule-related (e.g. d/t) and memory-related (e.g. ei/ij) errors (rated on a Likert-
scale 1-100; 1=not a bad spelling error at all, 100=a very bad spelling error). Table 4 below lists 
these errors: dieresis, interfix -n, English verbs, d/t, hyphen and capitalisation are rule-related 
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spelling matters, whereas the spelling of c/k, ei/ij, g/ch or other words are memory-related. The 
selection of spelling errors was based on [14]; 
2. an evaluation of the spelling attitude tested in 10 statements (rated on a Likert-scale 1-5; 1=I 
totally agree, 5=I totally disagree). These statements focus on the perception of spelling errors 
in general (G=questions 1, 2, 5, 6, 9) and in letters of application (A=questions 3, 4, 7, 8, 10). 
The statements were based on a survey conducted by [15]. The following statements were 
given: 
G1. When I read a text with spelling errors, I find it less credible.  
G2. I think that correct spelling is very important.  
A3. I think that correct spelling in letters of application is important. 
A4. I get annoyed by other people’s spelling errors in letters of application. 
G5. I think that spelling errors say something about a person.  
G6. Spelling has everything to do with capacities. 
A7. A letter of application with many spelling errors should go straight in the bin. 
A8. When I read a letter of application with spelling errors, I find it less credible. 
G9. Correct spelling is important, it is more than just content. 
A10. You can reject an applicant on the basis of spelling. 
The research was conducted by means of a survey which was set up in three sections: firstly, 
demographical information was collected. Secondly, the participants were asked to evaluate ten 
different spelling errors on a scale of 0 to 100. Finally, ten statements were put to question on a 5-
point Likert scale. The survey was posted online with the program Qualtrics. Four different versions of 
the survey were created: one version for Flemish teachers, one for Dutch teachers, one for the 
Flemish control group and one for the Dutch control group. The versions for both countries were 
different in just one aspect: level of education, as the school levels in both countries are named 
differently. 
3 RESULTS 
3.1 Type of spelling error  
Table 4 summarizes the results for the types of spelling errors (rule-related versus memory-related 
spelling errors).  
Table 4: type of spelling error. 
 TYPE OF 
ERROR 
TE 
n=274 
TEF 
n=138 
TEN 
n=136 
LTE 
n=123 
NLTE 
n=151 
CG 
n=89 
CGF 
n=48 
CGN 
n=41 
1 dieresis 47.49 48.38 46.58 56.36 42.89 49.73 47.36 52.44 
2 interfix -n 49.38 48.21 50.57 56.02 46.04 42.01 36.29 48.71 
3 English verb 40.65 38.22 43.12 47.22 36.32 31.19 25.71 37.61 
4 d/t 89.23 90.11 88.33 91.15 88.19 83.89 83.54 84.29 
5 c/k 52.38 57.14 47.54 59.91 48.30 43.39 35.83 52.24 
6 ei/ij 84.74 82.44 87.07 84.43 84.17 85.98 81.06 91.73 
7 g/ch 76.59 77.43 75.74 77.07 75.28 77.20 78.71 75.44 
8 hyphen 52.26 51.67 52.86 55.29 50.10 50.67 47.83 54.00 
9 capitalisation 58.14 61.86 54.37 64.93 54.01 48.02 47.75 48.34 
10 other memory 61.26 65.01 57.46 67.64 58.91 61.21 61.46 60.93 
 average 61.21 62.05 60.36 66.00 58.42 57.58 54.97 60.57 
From the results we can conclude that: 
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− memory-related spelling errors (5, 6, 7, 10) are generally considered worse than rule-related 
ones (1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 9). When looking at the difference between the two types of errors in more 
detail, it can be observed that memory-related errors are punished more severely, as three out 
of four errors rank high. Table 4 also shows a high uniformity within the different subgroups of 
informants. The teachers and the control group, both in Flanders and the Netherlands, generally 
tend to agree in their evaluations; 
− the one exception is the d/t-error, which is a rule-related error. The fact that this error attracts a 
high score, can be linked to the fact that d/t-errors are often due to the way words are stored in 
the mental lexicon. Owing to a lack of time, writers tend to opt for the most frequent homophone 
([16]). However, the d/t-error is reputed to be one of the worst possible errors types ([15, 17]). 
This conclusion is confirmed by the high score it received from both TE and CG; 
− teachers in general (average TE=61,21) are not really ’stricter’ than other people (average 
CG=57,58). The t-test shows that, for all ten spelling errors, there is no statistically significant 
basis to prove that the differences in evaluation for both groups are not due to chance; 
− language teachers (average LTE=66,00) are ‘stricter’ than non-language teachers (average 
NLTE=58,42); 
− the most striking difference, as shown in Table 5, is the one between mother-tongue teachers 
and foreign-language teachers. 
Table 5: type of spelling error judged by mother-tongue teachers  
versus foreign-language teachers. 
 TYPE OF 
ERROR 
MOTHER-TONGUE 
TEACHERS 
(n=64) 
FOREIGN-LANGUAGE 
TEACHERS 
(n=59) 
1 dieresis 63.73 49.93 
2 interfix -n 64.00 46.98 
3 English verb 55.89 39.07 
4 d/t 93.38 89.84 
5 c/k 66.84 55.24 
6 ei/ij 86.17 84.47 
7 g/ch 79.48 77.48 
8 hyphen 60.17 49.29 
9 capitalisation 71.24 56.90 
10 other memory 70.89 65.10 
 average 71.18 61.43 
3.2 Attitude 
Table 6 recaps the results for the statements concerning attitude towards spelling in general (G1, G2, 
G5, G6, G9) and in letters of application (A3, A4, A7, A8, A10). 
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Table 6: attitude towards spelling. 
ATTITUDE TE 
n=274 
TEF 
n=138 
TEN 
n=136 
LTE 
n=123 
NLTE 
n=151 
CG 
n=89 
CGF 
n=48 
CGN 
n=41 
G1 2.09 2.27 1.92 1.89 2.11 2.09 2.17 2.00 
G2 1.59 1.54 1.65 1.32 1.66 1.90 1.92 1.88 
A3 1.21 1.22 1.19 1.12 1.24 1.35 1.33 1.37 
A4 1.38 1.36 1.40 1.27 1.39 2.24 2.21 2.27 
G5 2.19 2.18 2.20 2.03 2.23 2.46 2.19 2.78 
G6 2.95 3.00 2.90 2.91 2.94 2.92 2.94 2.90 
A7 1.97 2.04 1.89 1.80 2.06 2.07 2.00 2.15 
A8 2.00 2.09 1.90 1.75 2.01 1.81 1.79 1.83 
G9 1.78 1.75 1.82 1.62 1.83 2.04 2.10 1.98 
A10 2.66 2.76 2.56 2.45 2.66 3.02 3.08 2.95 
average 1.98 2.02 1.94 1.82 2.01 2.20 2.17 2.23 
Both TE and CG believe correct spelling in general and in letters of application is important. There are 
no significant discrepancies between TE and CG. Finally, as the average values in Table 7 show, the 
same holds for mother-tongue teachers versus foreign-language teachers. 
Table 7: attitude towards spelling of mother-tongue teachers  
versus foreign-language teachers. 
ATTITUDE MOTHER- TONGUE 
TEACHERS 
(n=64) 
FOREIGN-LANGUAGE 
TEACHERS 
(n=59) 
G1 1.87 1.90 
G2 1.30 1.34 
A3 1.13 1.12 
A4 1.25 1.28 
G5 2.06 2.05 
G6 2.84 3.00 
A7 1.84 1.84 
A8 1.71 1.79 
G9 1.57 1.66 
A10 2.40 2.60 
average 1.80 1.86 
3.3 Correlation 
There are no real statistically significant discrepancies in the perception of spelling errors between the 
two groups, TE versus CG. What this study does point out is that there is a significant Pearson 
correlation (p=0.000) between the above-mentioned questions (1) and (2), as shown in Table 8. The 
stronger people’s opinions are about, or attitudes towards, spelling errors, the stricter they will judge 
them. 
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Table 8: correlation between type of error and attitude. 
 ALL TYPES 
ALL 
ATTITUDES 
ALL    
TYPES 
Pearson Correlation 1 -.379** 
Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 
N 447 447 
ALL 
ATTITUD
ES 
Pearson Correlation -.379** 1 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000  
N 447 447 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
Contrary to expectations, there are no statistically significant discrepancies in the evaluation of 
spelling errors. While we cannot draw the conclusion that there is no difference between teachers and 
the general population in their perception of spelling errors, the discrepancies are minimal. The data 
as they stand, however, are inconclusive, as there is no 95% probability that the results are not due to 
chance. 
4 CONCLUSION 
The hypotheses that (1) teachers are more critical in their evaluation of spelling errors than the control 
group, and (2) teachers have a more critical attitude towards correct spelling than the control group, 
both in general and in letters of application, cannot be validated. Our research confirms the findings of 
previous research by [12] and [11]: the common belief that teachers are much stricter than non-
teachers is a myth. 
What is true, however, is that language teachers are stricter than non-language teachers, especially if 
they teach their mother tongue. Having said that, both mother-tongue teachers and foreign-language 
teachers share the same attitude towards spelling, and this does not differ significantly from the 
control group. 
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